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Abstract 
It is twenty years that Lave and Wenger (1991) have presented the notion of Communities of Practice (CoPs). A large number of 
scholars have extensively studied this concept in a variety of disciplines. However, there have been very few studies of the 
influence of routines in these communities. The aim of this study is to analyze the notion of routines – as a source of connections 
- in CoPs in light of the literature on distributed leadership theory. We will focus on one particular feature of distributed form of 
leadership – the routines – and will apply this element on the knowledge-based learning environment: the CoPs.  
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1. Introduction 
The concept of communities of practice (CoPs) (Lave and Wenger, 1991) has become more popular for both 
academics and practitioners over the last two decades. CoPs are increasingly receiving attention from scholars in 
variety of fields, such as economics, education, health, business and management (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001). CoPs 
can be utilized to promote learning and innovation within and between organizations, in an extra-organizational 
context at the regional, national and international levels. Despite the large amount of literature on this field, there are 
very few studies on routines in CoPs; and requires theoretical conceptualization and more empirical research. This 
study is focusing on a distinctive feature of CoPs: the routines; the aim is to analyze the importance and capabilities 
of routines in them. By routines, we mean “repetitive, recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by 
multiple actors” (Feldman and Pentlan, 2003), which in the case of CoPs, can result in leadership practice, event 
schedules, membership procedures, discussion time-lines, use of specific language, annual / monthly meetings or 
any other practice which can be repeated by individual members.  
For the purpose of this research, we have reviewed the pertinent literature and tried to make the connection 
among the practice of learning and knowledge sharing vs. the influence of routines and leadership inside these 
learning communities. The study utilizes a quantitative approach, using an online survey, which we distributed 
among the members of three international CoPs: Canadian Mental Health Association, Knowledge Management for 
Development, and Metro Hong Kong. The findings propose a fresh view of the functioning capabilities of routines 
in the CoPs; in fact, routines “as sources of connections and understandings” (Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002) can affect 
the learning, the practice of leadership and the action of individuals; our study shows that routines are able to make 
the connections among individuals in these intra-inter organizational knowledge networks; this study, for the first 
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time, confirms the part played by theory in routine, as aspects of the situation, they are the 
key constituting elements of leadership practice in learning environments such as CoPs. 
2. Theoretical Background 
The purpose of this research is to analyze the notion of routines in CoPs in the light of literature on distributed 
leadership theory. We will focus on one particular feature of the distributed form of leadership  routines  and 
apply this element on these knowledge-based learning environments: the CoPs. Our aim, in this piece of research, 
-encompassing review of literature on CoPs, routines and distributed leadership, but rather to 
concisely outline some main paradigms of applicable studies of routines in CoPs.  
2.1. Communities of Practice 
The notion of CoPs was initially developed by Lave and Wenger (1991) to put forward the idea that situational 
learning may well occurs in social and network interactions among several participants who share a common interest 
and passion in a particular subject. CoPs disclose particular forms of knowledge through its daily practices, and have 
the potential of accumulating the tacit knowledge of individual participants in an informal manner. These 
communities must be recognized, supported and fully integrated into the operation of institutions; and all this 
without disrupting the informality, collegiality, self-managing, and informal-internal leadership that are essential to 
their ability to manage a domain of knowledge effectively. Individual(s)  leaders, facilitators or coordinators - who 
care about the community, hold CoPs together; keeping people updated of what other members are doing and by 
developing opportunities for individuals to share their knowledge. Their responsibility is to give energy, to keep the 
CoPs alive and to focus on key issues (Lesser et al., 2000).  
2.2. Routines 
 on economic change and 
rationality, attracted plenty of attention from scholars in the fields of economics of innovation and economics of 
learning. A well-accepted definition of organizational routines is cited by Feldman and Rafaeli (2002), define 
routines as 
interaction; in fact, routines generate the opportunity for connections between people; connection has been viewed 
as a key building block of communication network; Feldman and Rafaeli (2002) have defined connections as 
these connections 
 which is to a certain extent the key issue in CoPs. In addition, they 
added,  that is imperative for CoPs 
members; and finally, they recognized routines as one form of coordination instrument. Table 1 shows a review by 
Becker (2004) on the capability of routines as a coordination instrument.  
 
Table 1. Coordination by Routines; Source: Becker, 2004 
 
Coordination by Routines Reference 
Their Capacity to support a high level of simultaneity Grant, 1996 
Giving regularity, unity and systematicity to practice of a group Bourdieu, 1992 
 Making many simultaneous activities mutually consistent March and Oslen, 1989 
Providing each of the actors with knowledge of the behavior of the 
others on which to base her own decisions 
Somon 1974 
Stene, 1940 
Providing instructions in the form of programs; establishing a truce Nelson and winter, 1982 
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Finally, routines are a key repository of organizational knowledge (Becker, 2004
able to store tacit knowledge (see Becker, 2004).  
2.3. Distributed Leadership 
The theory of distributed leadership has been developed by two scholars - Gronn (2000) and Spillane (2001; 
2004) - concerning the practice of leadership by multiple leaders in the schools - the learning settings. From this 
standpoint, leadership practice  is viewed as a product of the interactions of leaders, followers, and their situation  
(Spillane et al. 2004); and it is not the action of individuals; rather it is the interactions among several members 
(Spillane, 2006 -dependencies between leadership activities or practices; this form of 
leadership allows us to examine how social interaction and situation simultaneously constitute leadership 
(Spillane et. al, 2004). Tools, artifacts, and routines are mentioned as part of the situational element of this 
theory. In fact, leaders, by setting and utilizing these tools and routines would be capable of distributing leadership 
among multiple individuals who receive the status of leadership.  
3. Research Method 
For the purpose of this study, we have distributed an online questionnaire among the members of three different 
CoPs; we have received 87 responses, in addition to several practical comments. We derived the questions from the 
conceptual framework developed in a previous review of literature (Fallah, 2011), plus the study on distributed 
leadership by Camburn et al., (2003). The selection of CoPs was based on the type and the characteristics of these 
communities  one informal private, one public organization and one non-profit charity, from three different 
continents. This study was drawn from a larger PhD research of the author, which includes more than ten CoPs from 
different disciplines and countries. 
4. Cases 
In the following three sections, we will briefly introduce the CoPs, which we have selected for this study.  
4.1. Knowledge Management for Development (KM4Dev) 
KM4Dev is a community of international practitioners who are interested in knowledge management and 
knowledge sharing issues. The community began its initiative after two face-to-face workshops held in 2000, which 
lead to the creation of a website and a mailing list. The KM4Dev community received support from several 
organizational sources such a the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), the International 
Development Research Centre (IDRC), Helvetas, the Swiss Association for International Cooperation, and recently 
from the International Fund for Agriculture Development (IFAD). The CoP organizes face-to-face workshops  
once a year and invites practitioners to discuss and share their ideas and knowledge.  
4.2. Hong Kong Metro (HK-MTR) 
Hong Kong's Mass Transit Rail Corporation is responsible for constructing and operating the MTR, transporting 
about 3.7m passengers each day. To develop and implement its knowledge management strategy, MTR established 
CoPs in 2009 for: facilitating collaboration, problem solving, sharing best practices and professional development. 
MTR branded the CoPs as an iShare Portal. Currently, MTR running 14 CoPs which have a wide range of purposes 
and missions.  The most importance objective for the whole organization is the training and development benefits 
that CoPs provide.  
4.3. Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) 
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The Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) was established in 1952. It is a non-profit, charitable 
organization dedicated to improving the lives of people with mental illness and their families, in addition to the 
promotion of mental health in the Ontario region. The CoP officially began in 2006 and named Ontario Knowledge 
Transfer and Exchange Community of Practice (KTECoP). Its members meet 4-6 times per year. The Population 
Health Research Unit at the University of Saskatchewan facilitates the CoP, in CMHA, with funding from the 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR). The CoP initiative operates as a platform for communication 
towards action within and between universities, practitioners and researchers.  
5. Result and Discussion 
5.1. Result 
The result reveals that around 77% of members agree that leadership is distributed among several active members 
of their CoPs. Likewise, 68% were participating in establishing new routines in their CoPs. The new routines 
include training of peripheral members and participation in arrangement of CoPs  activities. Table 2 shows the 
comparison of responses. 
 
Table 1. Results; Source: Author 
 
Name of CoPs No of responses Leadership Distribution Creation of new routines by members 
KM4Dev 43 74% 63 % 
HK-MRT 23 81% 84% 
CMHA 21 77% 58% 
5.2. Discussion 
Routines involve multiple interpersonal interactions with other members and create contacts contact among these 
individual members (Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002). In the case of CoPs, some members, such as core group, 
facilitators and leaders, usually encounter more frequent interactions with other members, which eventually involve 
them in several routines and possibility of greater impact in compare to others who may have weaker connections. 
Nevertheless the whole set of interactions encompassed by a routine suggests a set of connections among members 
(Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002). The leaders, facilitators and core members of CoPs are the key participants who are 
able to create routines as a tool to lead the practice, learning and knowledge sharing process. Learning, as a routine-
based activity, occurs in CoPs through participation, knowledge-sharing and through practice. Accordingly, 
 [in the CoPs] is not represented by the adoption of practices alone but is realized upon the routinization of 
practices or change in pre- -Helmhout, 2010). 
On the other hand, routines accumulate the knowledge; they are the most effective instrument of coordination, 
thus, must be considered as one of the main features of CoPs stewardship. 
capture the individually held knowledge at its joints collectively held knowledge very 
well-as they involve multiple actors.  Individuals observe and discuss informal work routines in their daily course of 
 (Lesser et al., 2000).  
Sometimes CoPs fail to continue their work and may perhaps collapse (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001). Based on the 
result, we suggest that the difference between a thriving CoP and unsuccessful CoP might come from the differences 
in their leadership approach plus inappropriate utilization of routines. 
To summarise, this study put forward a fresh view of the functioning capabilities of routines in the CoPs; routines 
have the capability to structure learning, the practice of leadership and the interaction of individuals; our study 
shows that the routines are able to make the connections among individuals in these intra-inter organizational 
knowledge networks; this multidisciplinary research, confirms the idea that routines, as aspects of the situation, are 
the key constituting elements of leadership practice in the learning environments such as CoPs.  
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6. Conclusion 
This study for the first time investigated the capabilities of routines and their influence in the practice of 
leadership in CoPs. The research involves an online questionnaire, circulated among the members of three CoPs. 
The result proposes that routines can be utilized as an effective tool for coordination and leadership within CoPs; 
they hold the knowledge and they can bring the sense of belonging and connection for their members. By 
participating in the routines, the individual members might be able to share their knowledge and be aware of others 
potential.  
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